The Ambiguous Valorization of Madness in Beat Literature by Sørensen, Bent
The Ambiguous Valorization of Madness in Beat Literature
***
Bent Sørensen, Aalborg University, Denmark

Well-known works such as Allen Ginsberg’s first collection Howl and Other Poems and Jack Kerouac’s novel On the Road contain a substantial discourse about the positive valorization of madness as a countercultural identity strategy. Other works by the same authors in fact examine madness on a far deeper level. I am thinking here of Ginsberg’s elegy (Kaddish) for his mother who died in an insane asylum, and Kerouac’s Buddhist novel, Dharma Bums and its praise of “Zen Lunatics”. My paper will examine all these four works, charting the ambivalent constructions of madness in these seminal Beat Generation texts, ultimately seeking to work out the economy of affect invested by the two writers in re-valorising madness.

In the earliest generational statements of the Beat writers madness is generally treated as a subversive, potentially revolutionary strategy for misfits to transgress the boundaries of conformity, set up by society’s dominant culture. Sal Paradise, the narrator of Kerouac’s first true Beat novel, famously pronounces at the outset of the adventures detailed in On the Road that: “the only people for me are the mad ones, the ones who are mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be saved, desirous of everything at the same time, the ones who never yawn or say a commonplace thing, but burn, burn, burn like fabulous yellow roman candles exploding like spiders across the stars and in the middle you see the blue centerlight pop and everybody goes ‘Awww!’” (8) If we examine the attributes of “the mad ones” in this quote, we come up with a list of objectives and implicit non-objectives for the people Paradise admits into his pantheon: to live (not die, or commit suicide), to talk (not suffer in silence), to be saved (and not perish through conformity, the ultimate evil), to have large desires (not be repressed), to be spectacular in performance (not be dull or ordinary), and ultimately to not fear burning out, but enjoy the spectacle one makes while performing madness which others can enjoy watching. This position of observer, or almost voyeur, is one that Kerouac habitually lets his narrators inhabit, and one that also allows him to bracket madness off from his own persona (all his narrators being autobiographical versions of himself). 

In On the Road the characters that prompt the eulogy to the mad ones are the novel’s versions of Allen Ginsberg (Carlo Marx) and Neal Cassady (Dean Moriarty). Paradise has just brought the two friends together for the first time and they have immediately taken a likening to one another: “They rushed down the street together, digging everything in the early way they had, which later became so much sadder and perceptive and blank. But then they danced down the street like dingledodies” (8). The sadness that is prefigured in the quote is to unfold as Moriarty reveals himself throughout the novel as a con-man and a user who cannot give friendship, but only take from and use others. He betrays Paradise and leaves him sick and broke in Mexico City without the means to fend for himself, let alone make his way back to New York. The mad one that Moriarty unquestionably is has by the end of the novel popped his centerlight and exhausted his potential as a culture hero for Paradise. Throughout their relationship Moriarty’s special prowess has been the gift of the gab, but at the end it is an exhausted and pathetic Moriarty Paradise says goodbye to: “Dean couldn’t talk any more and said nothing […] ‘D’you think I could ride to Fortieth Street with you?’ he whispered” (308-9). Paradise’s new friends turn down Moriarty’s request and in a scene of heart-breaking pathos Paradise repays Moriarty’s betrayal: “the only thing I could do was sit in the back of the Cadillac and wave at him […] Dean, ragged in a motheaten overcoat he brought specially for the freezing temperatures of the East, walked off alone, and the last I saw of him he rounded the corner of Seventh Avenue, eyes on the street ahead and bent to it again.” (309) Madness thus ambiguously bears with it the exhaustion of friendship and symbolic death that these mutual betrayals signal. The performance of madness with its splendid talk and spectacular behaviour has its disappointing end inscribed into it from the beginning.

The set-up in Allen Ginsberg’s most famous poem, “Howl (for Carl Solomon)”, is quite similar. The poem is strictly autobiographical, and the epithets that are used to characterize “the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness” (9) all refer to Ginsberg himself, his Beat friends or members of the larger more loosely defined group of hipsters known to Ginsberg during his New York youth. Thus the line: “who sang out of their windows in despair, fell out of the subway window, jumped in the filthy Passaic, leaped on negroes, cried all over the street, danced on broken wineglasses barefoot smashed phonograph records of nostalgic European 1930’s German jazz finished the whiskey and threw up groaning into the bloody toilet, moans in their ears and the blast of colossal steamwhistles” (14) refers to the exploits of one William Canastra, a Bohemian friend of Ginsberg’s who died by decapitation when he leaned out too far of a window in a moving subway train. The madmen of Ginsberg’s poem are as the first line indicates “destroyed” by their madness, but the fascination and extreme detail of Ginsberg’s cataloguing of their behaviour indicates clearly that for him, as for Kerouac, these are the only people worth writing about, exactly because their performance is both the prerequisite for good literature and the precondition for change – in Ginsberg’s case for a change of the social conditions that bring about madness in the first place: the schizophrenia and paranoia inducing “Moloch” or “sphinx of cement and aluminium” that “bashed open their skulls and ate up their brains and imagination” (17) It is a provocative paradox that the desire of the mad ones is to gain access to “the ancient heavenly connection to the starry dynamo in the machinery of night” (9), a description that is most usually read as a reference to a Romantic divine sublime force, but which also uncannily echoes the fantasies of schizophrenics who fear that they are wired into machines that rob them of their free will and agency. As we shall see Ginsberg’s own mother suffered from such images of control through wires and sticks channelling voices, for instance that of President Roosevelt.

Thus, while the valorization of madness in “Howl” initially seems ambiguous, the development through the poem is clearly towards a more heroic ascription of value to the mad ones. This is nowhere more clearly expressed than in the third part of the poem where we are introduced to the poem’s dedicatee, Carl Solomon, a patient Ginsberg met at the asylum where he himself was placed after a run-in with the law. Part three of “Howl” is a eulogy to that which makes Solomon different (“where you are madder than me” (19)) and able to express himself more brilliantly (“where you scream in a straightjacket that you’re losing the game of the actual pingpong of the abyss” (19)) than his doctors, on whom he is willing and able to turn the game of labelling: “where you accuse your doctors of insanity and plot the Hebrew socialist revolution against the fascist national Golgatha” (20) The section ends with a utopian image of the liberated, purified and saintly Solomon, reborn out of the ocean, “you walk dripping from a sea-journey on the highway across American in tears to the door of my cottage in the Western light” (20). “Footnote to Howl”, with its incantations of the word “Holy!”, and a litany of everything in the mundane world as possessing holiness, even “my mother in the insane asylum!” (21) further under​scores the positive valorization of deviance begun in the third part of Howl.

In his book Going Sane: Maps of Happiness, Adam Phillips traces the origins of Western civilization’s tendency to consider madness a much more interesting state than sanity. Not only are the definitions of madness much more polyvalent than the corresponding ones for sanity (see for instance OED), but at least from Shakespeare onwards there has been a marked tendency to valorize the mad hero over the sane one (cf. Hamlet’s depths versus Polonius’ shallowness). In more recent history Phillips documents how the antipsychiatric thinking of R.D. Laing is indicative of the same preference for the mad ones and how this thinking partakes of the selfsame narrative that places the blame for madness on the way in which society is constructed as a machine for conformity and alienation under capitalism. This narrative in Laing (for instance in The Politics of Experience: “From the alienated starting point of our pseudo-sanity everything is equivocal. Our sanity is not “true” sanity. Their madness is not “true” madness. The madness of our patients is an artefact of the destruction wreaked on them by us and by them on ourselves.”) is in part directly influenced by such high profile generational texts as the two Beat literary manifestoes we have discussed in the first half of this paper.

If, however, we turn to the much less discussed follow-up texts in Ginsberg and Kerouac’s oeuvres we find more complex examinations of madness and the causes thereof. In Kerouac’s oft-maligned novel Dharma Bums the overall structure of the book is quite similar to On the Road, leading some critics to dismiss it as a pot-boiler written to cash-in on the author’s sudden fame. The narrator of Dharma Bums is another passive voyeur who picks a suitable culture hero to follow, learn from, worship and ultimately depart from. In this case the real-life correlate to the novel’s hero, Japhy Ryder is the Oregonian poet and Buddhist scholar and sage, Gary Snyder. Kerouac’s alter ego is this time blankly named Ray Smith, whereas Cassady and Ginsberg also appear in this novel, as Cody Pomeray and Alvah Goldbook, respectively. The novel starts out with a positive valorization of both social underdogs and outcasts, the title figures known as Dharma (or truth) Bums. After Smith encounters Ryder’s brand of Zen Buddhism with its emphasis on the mysteries and riddles of Zen practices, the novel eulogizes the so-called “Zen lunatics” of ancient Japan and China and contemporary California, where Japhy pursues practices of free love, scholarship, poetry and mountaineering as if they were one and the same thing. This philosophy and life style soon becomes so attractive to Smith that he apprentices himself to Ryder in order to refine his own brand of Buddhism with its emphasis on suffering and aloneness in the void as the central human condition.

The clearest interlude concerning the shifting valorizations of madness in this novel concerns a minor character (as women invariably are in Kerouac’s books) named Rosie, who suddenly goes mad and commits suicide. When Smith first hears of her changed condition and sees her “skinny and a skeleton and her eyes […] huge with terror and popping out of her face” (109), he asks “’What’s the matter with her?’ ‘She says she wrote out a list of all our names and all our sins, and then tried to flush them down the toilet where she works, and the long list of paper stuck in the toilet and they had to send for some sanitation character to clean up the mess and she claims he wore a uniform and was a cop and took it with him to the police station and we’re all going to be arrested. She’s just nuts, that’s all’” (109). Cody then places Rosie under Smith’s charge and asks him to keep a suicide vigil over her. Smith, however, resists the task (“I was planning on having fun tonight” (109)), and even though he attempts to cheer Rosie up and does stay with her part of the night, she eventually goes to the roof, slashes her wrists with broken glass, and jumps off the edge when policemen try to restrain her. 

It is clear that the paranoid schizophrenia of Rosie is every bit as spectacular as that of the mad ones described in the earlier Beat texts. Her symptoms display the same anxieties and traits of alienation and persecution complex that the anti-psychiatry movement saw as schizophrenia’s healthy anti-conformism. Yet Smith’s reaction to the death of Rosie quickly becomes inscribed in a guilt narrative that undermines his declared Buddhist credo that all is an illusion and that pain is not real. He has tried to tell Rosie that “you’re getting these silly convictions and conceptions out of nowhere, don’t you realize that life is just a dream? Why don’t you just relax and enjoy God? God is you, you fool!” (111) but this message can in no way assuage the fear of the conspiracy of conformity that drives her over the edge. Soon a dose of old-fashioned Catholic guilt strikes Smith, and he attempts to fuse Christianity and Buddhism together as a shelter against the blemish on his conscience which Rosie comes to represent (“Rosie was a flower we let wither” (114)). Smith confronts Japhy: “’What’s wrong with Jesus? Didn’t Jesus speak of Heaven? Isn’t Heaven Buddha’s Nirvana?’ […] Japhy, there were things I wanted to tell Rosie and I felt suppressed by this schism we have about separating Buddhism from Christianity, East from West, what the hell difference does it make? We’re all in Heaven now, ain’t we?’” (114) In this speech which marks an attempt to repress his guilt, since after all if ‘we’ are all in heaven now, then Rosie must also be there and be better, Smith speaks more fully than he realises, precisely by invoking the repressed entity itself in the apparently casual invective “what the hell difference does it make?”. It is precisely hell that makes the difference, and it is to hell that both the suicide and the one who did not properly watch over her are bound. The forgiveness that Smith seeks from Ryder, and from himself is exactly the one that he as a Buddhist cannot ask of God, but craves beyond all else. Thus the economy of affect in connection with madness has once and for all tipped over into repression rather than celebration in the case of Kerouac.

Finally we turn to Ginsberg’s great book-length poem Kaddish (For Naomi Ginsberg, 1894-1956). This painfully detailed description of his mother’s journey into insanity and physical decay and eventual death, presents an unsentimental and non-romantic account of madness and the effects thereof on Ginsberg personally and his family as a whole. Structurally the poem resembles “Howl” very much with its long exposition of the protagonist and her demise, followed by a “Hymmnn” in the form of a blessing of both the Lord and of Naomi. The repetition structure of this part is parallel to the “Footnote to Howl” and its emphasis on the word “Holy”. The three shorter portions “Lament”, “Litany” and “Fugue”, which close the poem, resemble the base syntax repetition of the first part of Howl which used the relative clause as its structural backbone. In “Litany” a similar effect is achieved through the prepositional phrases all starting with the word “with”, whereas most of the “Fugue” is construed as an alternation between the vocative “caw caw caw” of the crows and the apostrophic invocation of God using the iterative “Lord Lord Lord”.

In the main portion of Kaddish Ginsberg tells the narrative of his life with his mother’s madness, how he futilely attempted to cure it when he was a child, even at the age of twelve accompanying her on an odyssey across New York to a rest home (“’I’m your mother, take me to Lakewood where I can hide’” (213)), installing her in this “neat room in attic with friendly bedcover – lace curtains – spinning wheel rug – Stained wallpaper as old as Naomi. We were home.” (213) before having to take the bus home alone, being overcome with the guilt and burden of abandoning her: “I left on the next bus to New York – laid my head back in the last seat, depressed – the worst yet to come? – abandoning her, rode in torpor – I was only 12” (213) The worst is of course yet to come, as Naomi already the following day must be restrained and committed to a closed psychiatric ward by her husband. Years later it falls to Allen to repeat this procedure as Naomi finally is re-committed this time for good: “drove off at 4 a.m. to some Bellevue in the night downtown – gone to the hospital forever. I saw her led away – she waved, tears in her eyes.” (222)

This burden and the question: “Why did you do this?” (222), is to haunt Ginsberg throughout his early life as a poet as well, which he obliquely refers to in these lines: “By my later burden – vow to illuminate mankind – this is release of particulars – (mad as you) – (sanity a trick of agreement)” (212). The writing of Kaddish for his mother and for unenlightened mankind here melt into one. The great self-imposed task of the poet/sage to enlighten mankind is clearly inscribed into the dichotomy of madness and sanity, and again sanity is negatively valorized as a mere “trick”, even one “of agreement” which may mean consensus and establishment conformity.

On balance, though, Kaddish is almost completely void of the Laingian notions of madness as liberatory potential, especially as Naomi’s schizophrenia and paranoid fears are inscribed as the result of a totalitarian ideology, since Naomi sees Hitler and fascism as the evil force attempting to control her and as having co-opted even Roosevelt whose voice alternately praises her as a “great woman” and castigates her for being a “radical” and a “bad girl” (130, Howl facsimile). The liberatory potential of the starry dynamo and the machinery of the night therefore does not work for Naomi whose European heritage prevents her from becoming the all-American sage-figure Allen constructed as a role and destiny for himself. The sorrow and pathos of the poem is unspeakably moving even after almost 50 years have passed and Allen Ginsberg himself has been dead a decade. The romanticization and positive valorization of madness is thus de-masked in the very Beat texts themselves, already several years before the counterculture followers of the Beats and in their wake the anti-psychiatric movement started waging war against conformism as the psychological foundation of alienation and oppression in America.
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